INTRODUCTION {#sec1-1}
============

Mental and behavioral disorders are universal. They are common and affect more than 25% of all people at some time during their lives. The point prevalence of mental illness in the adult population at any given time is about 10%. Similarly, around 20% of all patients seen by primary health care providers have one or more mental health disorders.\[[@ref1]\]

People tend to have strong beliefs about the mentally ill, and many of these concepts are based on prevailing local systems of belief.\[[@ref2]\] Many people have prejudiced attitudes toward mentally ill individuals. Social stigma and negative attitudes can affect the quality of life for people with mental illness. There may be various reasons for this negative attitude.\[[@ref3]\] Lack of accurate information about mental illness, lack of contact with individuals with mental illness, and lack of familiarity might be one of the most important reasons of these.\[[@ref4]\] Studies looking into the impact of education or information on people\'s attitudes toward the mental illness and mentally ill have shown that education may have a positive impact on the prejudice.\[[@ref5]\] Such negative attitudes may be detrimental not only to the patient care but also to the society\'s attitude to psychiatric disorders, more so if they are present in the health professionals.

The knowledge of the attitude and awareness of the interns toward psychiatry, mental health, and psychiatric disorders is of utmost importance as these individuals are going to be involved in the care of these patients either directly or indirectly during the later years of their careers. Psychiatry as a discipline is felt to be given a step-motherly treatment at the undergraduate level which is reflected in the number of lectures in psychiatry and number of hours of psychiatry clinical posting. Until recently, during the internship posting, psychiatry used to be an optional department as compared to compulsory posting in surgery, medicine, gynecology, among other branches.

Several studies indicate a decline in the number of students who choose psychiatry as a specialty. These studies mostly focus on students\' attitude toward psychiatry as a career, and some of which also highlight the factors that affect this attitude.\[[@ref6][@ref7][@ref8][@ref9][@ref10][@ref11][@ref12][@ref13][@ref14][@ref15][@ref16]\] Many studies have been shown that the medical students\' attitude toward psychiatry at the end of the psychiatry internship is an influential predictor of their decision to choose a career in psychiatry in the future.

Evidence shows that students regard psychiatry as an interesting medical discipline, whereas they believe this career has a low socioeconomic level among other specialties. Besides, students are worried about other family members or friends\' judgment about their scores because of this career preference.\[[@ref7]\] It is explicable that the curricula, duration, and students\' duties during psychiatry clerkship are different among various universities which make it difficult to compare these studies with one another.\[[@ref10]\]

This study aims at understanding the attitude of interns toward psychiatry as a prospective career and the degree of attractiveness of psychiatry as a medical specialty, mental health in general and their treatment outcomes in a Medical college in Kannur, Kerala.

MATERIALS AND METHODS {#sec1-2}
=====================

The study was conducted at a tertiary care teaching medical college in Kannur. It was carried out during August 2014.

The study involved the distribution of study questionnaire to the participants which included the graduates currently undergoing their Compulsory Rotatory Residential Internship. The interns were approached by the authors and were explained the purpose of the study. Those who were willing to participate were given the questionnaire to be filled up.

The authors utilized the Bulbena *et al*. questionnaire to evaluate the perceptions, attitudes and beliefs of the interns to psychiatry, mental health, and psychiatric disorders.\[[@ref17]\] The performa included questions based on overall merits of psychiatry, efficacy of psychiatry, role definition and functioning of psychiatrist, possible abuse and social criticisms of a psychiatrist, career and personal reward and specific medical school factors. It had questions about the interns\' psychiatry posting, contact with a psychiatric patient and research opportunities in psychiatry, skill levels of attending psychiatrists, and the status of psychiatrists among other medical professionals and also enquired about the encouragement offered to them during their psychiatry clinical postings to take up psychiatry as a subject of postgraduation. The interns were also asked about their perception of psychiatry as a future career and the personal rewards at stake by taking up the same.

The data were analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (version 17 for Windows; SPSS Inc, Chicago, IL) software. The analysis involved descriptive analysis of the data.

RESULTS {#sec1-3}
=======

In total, 44 interns took part in the questionnaire and responded in the performa given to them. Of these 29 of the participating interns were females. 42 of them had joined their MBBS course in 2008. Of the participating interns, 29 had already completed their posting in psychiatry which consisted of 15 days while the rest were waiting for their turn. All the interns who had completed their posting have had to present a seminar on various topics in the subject. All 29 of them agreed that the posting was a useful experience and 15 of them preferred to have a longer posting in psychiatry.

On the topic of overall merits of psychiatry 43 of the participants agreed that psychiatric research had made good strides in advancing care of major mental disorders, with 19 of them strongly agreeing to the fact \[[Figure 1](#F1){ref-type="fig"}\]. 40 also said that psychiatry is an expanding frontier of medicine and 38 denied that psychiatry is unscientific and imprecise.
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On the efficacy front 40 agreed that they would recommend a psychiatric consultation if any of their family members were emotionally upset and was not showing signs of improvement. 37 also agreed that psychiatric consultation for medical and surgical patients were helpful \[[Figure 2](#F2){ref-type="fig"}\].
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Forty-one of the participants were of the opinion that psychiatry was a genuine branch of medicine and 30 of them agreed that psychiatrists were clear logical thinkers. 28 interns thought that psychiatrists have the most authority and influence among mental health professionals. 32 disagreed with the concept that psychiatrists are too frequently apologetic while teaching psychiatry and 41 also disagreed with the notion that psychiatrists are too biologically minded and are not attentive enough to the patient\'s personal life and psychological problems. 37 interns also disagreed that psychiatry is too analytical, theoretical, and psychodynamic and not attentive enough to the patients physiology \[[Figure 3](#F3){ref-type="fig"}\].
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Thirty-three agreed and 11 disagreed that psychiatrists abuse their legal power to hospitalize patients against their will. 32 also agreed that psychiatrists make as much money as most other doctors.

Twenty participants opined that psychiatry has a low prestige among the general public, but 35 was of the opinion that psychiatry has a high status among other medical disciplines. 17 agreed that people who could not obtain postgraduation in other specialties eventually end up in psychiatry and 42 people disagreed to the point that psychiatry is filled with graduates who\'s skills are of low quality. 25 candidates said that their family would discourage them from taking up psychiatry, and 28 said that their friends discourage them from entering psychiatry. 23 interns were of the opinion that by expressing interest in psychiatry he/she risks being associated with other would be psychiatrists who are often seen by others as odd peculiar or neurotic. 35 candidates said that they do not feel uncomfortable with mentally ill patients.

The results of the specific medical school factors were particularly encouraging with 39 having the opinion that teaching in their medical school is interesting and of good quality. 42 of them said that the attending psychiatrists were good role models in their institute and 39 had the same opinion about the postgraduates. 39 people had the opinion that psychiatrists at their medical school were clear logical thinkers and 33 opined that other doctors and staff at their medical school are respectful of psychiatrists. 33 interns also opined that they were encouraged to take up psychiatry as a specialty \[[Table 1](#T1){ref-type="table"} and [Figure 4](#F4){ref-type="fig"}\].
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Comparison of responses of interns who have completed and not completed psychiatry posting during internship
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DISCUSSION {#sec1-4}
==========

There are many literature showing the attitude of medical students and interns to psychiatry, but Indian studies are few in number. The significance of this study in India is higher as this country is plagued with various superstitious beliefs and practices regarding mental illnesses. Since interns are the population who step into the mainstream of medical services very soon, their attitude toward psychiatric illnesses is more relevant and of utmost importance.

People who specialize in psychiatry often differ from most other mental health professionals and physicians in that they must be familiar with both the social and biological sciences. The discipline studies the operations of different organs and body systems as classified by the patient\'s subjective experiences and the objective physiology of the patient. Although the medical specialty of psychiatry utilizes research in the field of neuroscience, psychology, medicine, biology, biochemistry, and pharmacology it has generally been considered a middle ground between neurology and psychology. Psychiatry has come a long way from asylum model of treatment to a general hospital setting equaling other medical specialties with a definite biological basis. The classificatory system in psychiatry had to play an important role in this evolution. Psychiatry is getting more diverse with more than 300 diseases classified under this specialty. Likewise, the stigma has also come down a lot among the general population as well as the medical professionals. This is evidenced by the high number of referrals from other specialties. Our study is very well reinforcing these thoughts.

In this study the interns are evaluated on their attitudes towards psychiatry based on the overall merits of psychiatry, the efficacy of the subject, role definition and functioning of the psychiatrist, possible abuse and social criticisms, career and personal rewards and specific medical school factors. Extensive training and teaching program during the undergraduate course and the recent implementation of compulsory internship in psychiatry for 15 days have helped them to form an opinion about this field. It is interesting that 15 of the interns actually preferred a longer psychiatry posting during their internship. Almost everyone agreed to the fact that psychiatry is an expanding frontier in medicine and is scientific and precise. 40 of the 44 participating interns in our study said that they would recommend a psychiatric consultation if any of their family members needed it, which goes a long way in showing that the stigma that was previously associated with mental illnesses, even among the medical fraternity is fading. The reduction in this stigma probably would have played a role in the growth of Consultation Liaison Psychiatry. The majority of the interns understand the need for prompt referral of medical and surgical patients for a psychiatric consult.

CONCLUSION {#sec1-5}
==========

The attitude of medical students towards psychiatry has been repeatedly studied.\[[@ref18]\] All studies showed the prevalence of various misconceptions and a lack of motivation among students to take up psychiatry as specialty.\[[@ref19]\] Current study points out that a good curriculum during undergraduate days and a structured internship in Psychiatry helps in changing attitude toward psychiatry. The fact that misconceptions, although substantially lower, prevails need to be addressed. Few Interns did suggest that a longer posting in psychiatry would help. Furthermore, psychiatry is an evolving branch of medicine that requires more researchers and practitioners for the steady growth and advancements. The need for a comprehensive training in psychiatry in medical school is the need of the hour. Furthermore, regular feedback from students to enhance the training methods and encouraging students with an interest in psychiatry to take up the specialty is important. A more extensive study involving interns and students of multiple institutions may be needed for getting a nationwide picture.

Financial support and sponsorship {#sec2-1}
---------------------------------

Nil.

Conflicts of interest {#sec2-2}
---------------------

There are no conflicts of interest.
